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On Friday night, author Steve Vander Ark will begin 
his book signing tour of the United States and Great 
Britain at Northshore Books of North Muskegon, sur-
rounded by fans of the immensely popular Harry Pot-
ter books. But also in the crowd will be a group of First 
Amendment supporters who fought for Vander Ark’s 
right to write and publisher Roger Rapoport’s efforts to 
publish a companion guide to the Potter series.

Before the first public signing at 7 p.m. Friday of 
“The Lexicon: An Unauthorized Guide to Harry Pot-
ter and Related Materials,” Vander Ark and Rapoport 
will meet with a group of people who financed the 
Right to Write Fund to get the book published and to 
help others in the same predicament of fighting for 
freedom of expression.

“This is where it all started, really,” said Rapoport, 
whose publishing company, RDR Books, is headquar-
tered in Muskegon. “So much of the direct support 
came out of Muskegon, we wanted to say ‘thank you, 
Muskegon.’ “

For months, Rapoport was embroiled in a ground-
breaking legal battle with author J.K. Rowling of 
Harry Potter fame and Warner Bros. Entertainment 
over copyright and trademark issues. In September 
2008, a U.S. District Judge in New York City ruled 
that Vander Ark’s original lexicon infringed on Rowl-
ing’s rights.

Little did the judge know, Vander Ark -- who start-
ed a lexicon online in 2000 to help people keep track 
of all the characters and story lines in the Harry Potter 
series -- already was rewriting the book to fit the letter 
of the law.

“It was hard labor for six months, writing seven 
and eight hours a day,” Vander Ark said. “I didn’t tell 
anyone I was doing it.”

Vander Ark was in Muskegon last week to sign 
the first shipment of books pre-ordered by Harry Pot-

ter fans around the world. He sat down in between 
autographs -- “Good thing it doesn’t take me long to 
sign my name,” he said -- to talk about life pre- and 
post-court battle.

Vander Ark was a school librarian for Byron Cen-
ter Christian Schools in the Grand Rapids area when 
he fell in love with the Harry Potter books, both as a 
reader and educator. Because of Rowling’s spellbind-
ing writing “and trademark tongue-in-cheek humor,” 
Vander Ark watched kids put down their video games, 
turn off their computers, ignore television and read.

“The Harry Potter books reignited the love of read-
ing. Because of her, kids talked about books,” he said.

Even before he was a librarian, Vander Ark would 
create charts and lists of characters and plots for quick 
reference and as a resource guide. Nine years ago, he 
decided to do the same with Harry Potter and posted it 
online. Today, that Web site gets 25 million hits every 
year.

“(The Harry Potter series) is a vast work with 
hundreds and hundreds and hundreds of characters ... 
some of whom appear once, then don’t appear again 
until four books later. The average fan is not going to 
remember that,” Vander Ark said.

But Vander Ark, who has read all seven books in the 
series at least 40 times, does, and if he needs reminding, 
he had the Web site to consult. In 2003, he started think-
ing about a book version of the online lexicon.

“I never asked anyone. I just assumed it wasn’t 
possible,” he said.

Then he and Rapoport connected in 2007, only 
to be thwarted in their efforts by the lawsuit against 
the publisher. During that time, Vander Ark moved to 
England to write “In Search of Harry Potter,” a book 
that explored the settings and folklore mentioned in 
the series. Through it all, he remained a fan of J.K. 
Rowling, her writing style and the books.

“The Harry Potter books were very magical,” he 
said. “I don’t know if many people realize how many 
levels (author Rowling) wrote on.”

Ultimately, he believes, the Harry Potter series “is 
about good versus evil ... resonating with the time in 
which it was written.”

“The fact (that the characters) are kids, making choic-
es, standing against evil is really important,” Vander Ark 
said. “It gave kids the chance to say ‘That’s what I would 
do’ if they were confronted with evil.”

As a boy, he fell in love with Edgar Rice Bur-
rough’s “Princess of Mars” series, whose writing he 
said is as “visual” as Rowling’s.

“You see what she writes the way you see a mov-
ie,” he said. “She makes reading so fun.”

“The Lexicon” is organized in a different manner 
than the Web site material because “the medium itself 
is different.”

“People have no idea how much work this was,” 
Rapoport said.

Steve Vander Ark, left, signs books at the home 
of“The Lexicon” will be “widely available,” as 
they say in the publishing world, for $24.95 each in 
bookstores and other retail outlets, as well as on the 
publisher’s Web site and on a link provided on “The 
Lexicon” Web site. The book will be distributed in 
Great Britain by Roundhouse Group and Orca Book 
Services.

Vander Ark, with his Beatles haircut and wire-
rimmed glasses, seems an unusual prospect as a ce-
lebrity. But he appears at academic conferences all 
over the world, including most recently, the Sectus 
conference in London. He already is at work on an-
other writing project. Although he is not ready to be 
fully forthcoming on it, he does say it has to do with 
the second in the series, “Harry Potter and the Cham-
ber of Secrets.”

His life as an “ordinary muggle” (human being) 
is over. Once upon a time, his days revolved around 
teaching in Byron Center and his nights were spent 
directing the Caledonia Community Players. “I 
used to be a librarian,” he said, “but now I’m an 
author.”

Book-signing tour for Harry Potter lexicon begins


